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Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez observed the third anniversary of his election while facing
defeat in a recent labor election, a national strike called by Venezuela's business and labor sectors,
opposition street protests, and growing complaints that he has yet to respond to the needs of the
country's poor majority.
Since his election Dec. 6, 1999, Chavez has radically transformed the political system and maintained
strong public support. But opinion polls indicate that Venezuelans are still waiting for the
president's "peaceful revolution" to improve their lives. The government's inability to make good
its public promises to tackle violent crime, widespread poverty, and unemployment is clearly
frustrating and disappointing to many ordinary citizens.
"What Chavez has been losing is the benefit of the doubt...people want jobs, safety on the streets,
and obviously they judge the government very badly on both," said Luis Vicente Leon of the private
polling company Datanalisis.

Labor elections bring Chavez a notable defeat
Recent labor elections saw Aristobulo Isturiz, the candidate backed by Chavez, lose to opposition
candidate Carlos Ortega. The elections were to choose the 17-member Executive Committee for the
Confederacion de Trabajadores de Venezuela (CTV) and the leaders of the unions in each of the
country's 23 states. Ortega, a strong critic of the government who led a successful four-day oil strike
for higher pay last year, took 57% of the votes. Isturiz obtained 16%, while Alfredo Ramos received
11% and two other candidates took less than 10% each.
Ortega's campaign called for "preventing the CTV from becoming a union that is submissive to the
government-boss." But following the election, Ortega said the CTV would not become a vehicle for
the opposition to destabilize Chavez's government. "The president can relax," said Ortega. "It will
not be the CTV that fills the void of opposition to the government. We will not be an appendix of any
party. We will act in defense of workers and their families."

Chavez decrees set off protests
On Nov. 13, Chavez announced the completion of a package of laws aimed at stimulating the
economy, laws he was granted special authority to enact without parliamentary debate. Chavez's
opponents protested the measures, saying the government had failed to consult before enacting
them. But Chavez insisted that all the laws had been widely discussed among "lawyers, economists,
social activists, and campesinos."
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Among the most contentious pieces of legislation was a law that would allow a government agency
to expropriate land it deems to be unproductive (see NotiSur, 2001-09-14). The land law aims
to eliminate large, idle private rural estates and distribute the land to poor campesinos. Chavez
defended the law as the only way to avoid civil war in Venezuela, which has one of the most uneven
land distributions in the Western Hemisphere, with 1% of the population owning more than 60%
of the arable land. Chavez said large landholders "are opposed to the interests of the majority of
Venezuelans."

A new Hydrocarbons
Law nearly doubles royalty payments and gives majority control of projects to the government.
Under the law, state-owned oil company Petroleos de Venezuela SA (PDVSA) must hold a minimum
51% stake in all future joint-venture projects involving exploration, exploitation, transportation, and
delivery. The law raises royalty rates from 16.7% to 30%. Venezuela provides 15% of US oil imports
and has the largest proven reserves outside the Middle East.
Government officials say the law will increase much-needed revenues and unify a series of
unwieldy oil laws that go back nearly 60 years. But some analysts say the law may slow oil industry
expansion plans and could lead foreign multinationals to look for projects in other countries. Those
who helped draft the law say foreign companies will always be attracted by Venezuela's offerings,
which include 77 billion barrels of proven oil reserves and perhaps hundreds of billions of barrels of
heavy oil.
Government officials also say critics of the law, like Venezuela's business groups, are motivated by
their hatred of Chavez. "We have a national policy for the development of the economy," said Tarek
William Saab, chairman of the foreign relations committee of the Asamblea Nacional. "And that is to
confront the neoliberal system, where everything is in the name of private capital, and nothing is for
the country."
Business owners call strike Venezuela's most powerful business association, Fedecamaras, called for
a 12-hour work shutdown on Dec. 10 to protest the government's failure to consult with the private
sector on the 49 new economic laws. Business and labor leaders are demanding that Chavez abolish
some of the laws or at least that the laws be debated and possibly amended in the Chavez-controlled
Asamblea Nacional. The CTV said it would support the work stoppage. Both Fedecamaras and
the CTV, which complain that the president has ignored their grievances, say their aim is not to
"destabilize the government" with their protests. Fedecamaras president Pedro Carmona called the
laws to regulate the petroleum sector and land ownership statist and interventionist, and said they
would scare away investors. Carmona said there was widespread support for the planned stoppage.
"Everything indicates it will go ahead unless the government is willing to compromise," he said.
Chavez condemned the strike as political intrigue and said his revolution would not be blackmailed.
He said Fedecamaras represented only wealthy business elites and insisted the laws would benefit
the poor majority of Venezuela's 24 million people. "This has a strong political component," Chavez
said of the strike, adding that Fedecamaras was allied with unions run by opposition party Accion
Democratica (AD).
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Using a more conciliatory tone toward business leaders on Dec. 5, Chavez said he would not object
if Congress amended some of the more contentious laws. "The government that I preside over
not only will not oppose that, we will encourage any effort to that end," Chavez said in a speech
to owners of small businesses. Chavez encouraged Venezuelans to submit their alternatives to
Congress. Congress president Willian Lara said the legislature could hold special sessions during
the holidays to discuss the laws.

-- End --
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